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1-The city 

The city of an-Nasiriya sleeps lifelessly, since time immemorial, on one 
shoulder of the Euphrates (lately, the city stretched out its hand across the 
river, to the other shoulder, with an extravagant appetite; and reaching far 
into new areas, steppes and hills, on which residential neighbors, schools, 
governmental offices and various public services establishments were 
erected.) 

Endless canals fork off from this beloved river and head to the 
scattered villages surrounding the city. It, the river, also pours, at the 
entrance of the city, into that enormous red tank from which, through 
dozens of cast-iron pipes, the water is distributed to all corners of the city. 

The beaches of this river, on which we passed our youth playing, 
reciting poetry and reflecting on our lost lives, had been run over by the 
horses of Babylon, Halaku and finally Nasser alashqar (he has a florid 
face and blue eyes that burn with adventure and death.) An army of 


thousands of bearded men, with fine caps (igal) and red-embroidered 
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headscarves, was under his command the day he arrived at these generous 
beaches — wide green prairies. It’s the perfect place for his soldiers to 
erect their tents, and for their black horses to graze freely. The day he was 
in the midst of this boundless green meadows, he washed his face in the 
river of Euphrates. ‘A city will rise up here’, he said. His men dismounted 
from their horses and set off immediately. They built many palaces and 
a great mosque (still standing, although its old fallen walls underwent a 
renovation process to bear witness to a crumbling extravagant past.) 

That day, young people from the surrounding villages, driven by the 
spirit of novelty and adventure this city offered, moved to in search of 
easy comfy life. The green ears of grain were left behind alone with heads 
bowed; the Land, however, didn’t stop its eternal call — it followed their 
paces: 


-‘Oh you who departed, come back....’ 


2-A dialogue between two voices 
-‘Why should I go back? Iam enjoying an easy life — foods here taste 
good; my teeth relish grinding different types three time a day.’ 
-‘And what about the Call of the Land? 
-‘Tam closed to it!.’ 
- ‘The idle life here has enchanted you.’ 


-‘Not really true !’ 
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- “You are competing with dogs for the food scraps of soldiers dumped in 
around their camp.’ 
-‘Tribal codes are absent here.’ 
-“You are no longer that immaculate person I knew!’ 
-‘Oh! it is better said that we followed the call of alAshqar (the blond)?’ 
- “Your corruption and degeneracy is what alAshqar seeks; afterwards, 
your collapse is just a matter of time.’ 
- ‘If you speak ill of alAshgar or rebel against his authority, you will die 
floating like tree trunks— the Euphrates will drown you!’ His soldiers, 
throughout the city, proclaimed this news to threaten us. 
- ‘Alashqar succeeded then in scaring and terrifying you!’ 
-‘You better know that the Euphrates is powerful; and once that primitive 
earthen embankment, in the north of the city, is broken, nothing can stop 
it!’ 
- AlAshgar is a smart guy; he put you in this sunken land; to be always at 


his mercy and always under his commands! 


3-Badr an-Ni mah 
Badr is a corpulent man; his high forehead was almost bald, an 
obvious sign of praying (according to his mother, he began to pray 
when he was eight years old.) 

Gray hair, now, invaded his side-whiskers. He spent his whole 


life holding firm onto two invaluable things — Allah and the Land, 
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he used to say: the land provides your subsistence, in this world; 
whereas, Allah bestows, in the day of resurrection, his mercy on you, 
‘A day whereon neither wealth nor sons will avail’; ‘there’s nothing you 
can do for me’; listen carefully, he added,’ ‘I, out of moral obligations— 
of parenthood and religious faith—advise you not to make any alliance 
except with Allah and his religion. If you do what I asked you, then you 
will live gladly in this world and in the hereafter, and whoever goes 
against this, won’t blame but oneself.’ His speech is concluded with ‘We 
did not wrong them; it was they who wronged themselves (a citation from 
the Qur'an, 76:43). amen ... (he then kisses his hand and raised them up 
in a recognition of Allah grace.) 

He addressed his children exhorting: 

-Listen, Oh Muhammad, and you Majid; you too Najma, never ever let 
yourselves down; and never ever pay attention to those who follow the 
path of humiliation, the path to the city; there, in the city, nothing but 
humiliation. This land is where we have been all our lives and where our 
fathers and grandfathers were born; we’ll remain attached to this land. 
Never ever sow the taste of disloyalty in your children. Do you know how 
those, who emigrated to the city, live? One of them, Kadhum ash-Shalan 
works as a janitor collecting garbage and rubbish; Jassim alKhayoon, and 
his wife, are stablemen. They all descended to the bottom of degradation 
and humiliation. Nothing good is expected from them. Whenever 


opportunities come our way, we will plunge our daggers into their breasts. 
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His sons — Majid, Muhammad and Najma —stood trembling 
before their fearsome father, of a considerable stature; he never smoked 
cigarette, and never smell the stench of cities, nor did he wear sandals. 
Muhammad, who was still shivering, said: 


-‘But we are dying of hunger, Oh,father.’ 


4-Muhammad 
Mats were stretched over the dusty floor in alHaj Ghaly mudhif (guest 
house); people were already in line waiting eagerly for food, rice and 
meat, brought in large plates to be served. Here you gulp food, your teeth 
never cease from grinding; it is a belly filling, isn’t it? You can fill your 
tummies up with dirt! What does it matter when you’ve lost everything? 
Nothing else really matters than continuing to live; Oh haughty people as 
if you came back from a raid full of riches (Badr an-Ni mah was coughing 
with his hand on his chest; in his eyes, a burning desire to lay his head on 
the red wool billow—his mother brought from the shrine of Imam Hussein 
in Karbala — in which she tucked an amulet to avert any envious eyes 
trying to deprive him of his youth and beauty.) 

After the had finished eating, they ran their hands over their beards 
and moustaches; then they inclined against the columns of bundled reeds 


waiting for the coffee to be served. 
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Muhammad alBadr raised his face looking into the eyes, full of joy; 
that damned hunger, which frequently turns into unbearable cries for help, 
was temporarily silenced and calmed. 
-Shut up and button your lips. Though starving, the decent person would 
never stretch out his hand for .... The scream said all there is to say; it 
closed all the scenarios at the mere thought of the adventure of departure 
—leaving family and land. Muhammad alBadr reached for the cup of 
coffee the waiter was pouring, gulped it happily and leaned back against 


the thick (reeds) column. 


5- Najma 
.... Muhammad kept silent, and Majid was checked and deterred. As for 
Najma, her dream, to marry one of those blue- eyed sultan’s soldiers, was 
buried deep in her soul a long time ago; she recalled her cousin Ghali 
alMarzuq words: 
-‘Why are you silent? I am your cousin, and I will be your husband before 
Allah and society; just look at me for once; take off the veil, I want to 
quench my thirst and hunger for you.’ 
He remembered her harsh reply: 
-‘Are not you ashamed to ask such stupid thing?’ 
-‘There is nothing wrong with that; love knows neither modesty, nor 
timidity’, he confidently replied. 


‘Is that how you should treat your uncle’s daughter.’ 
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‘I love you; I will sell my cows to provide the dowry; it will be a 
memorable day that even the dogs of the village celebrate it; the sound of 
drummers and rifles will fall on the heads of alAshgar and his soldiers.’ 

With rapture Najma recalls his face and his thick moustaches twisted 
like a steel chain; she could feel his breath mingle with hers; she wanted 
to be in his arms; her desire for him was beneath her skin to get closer to 
him. 
Awakened from her dream, she said: 


-‘Oh, father, we are ready to do whatever you ask for.’ 


6-Majid 

Majid was perplexed and confused. He felt the adventure crawling in his 
blood; driven by a thousands of motives to depart (and bewitched by the 
tales of Sadun alAmeer about the enchanting Circassian girls, brought to 
entertain the soldiers, fell in love with tall, broad shoulders ones like him), 
he wanted to try his dream. It was a small dream that runs like a stream to 
irrigate drought-worn soil. That dream, along with fantasies that visited 
him when he snuggled in the threshing floor, could grow bigger, he said to 
himself as he watched the flocks of migrating and emigrating birds. That 
all played on heartstrings that never tasted the warmth of love.) 

That day, Majid said to Sadun Alameer: 

-‘But the town is scary, it terrifies me!’ 


-Boldly, Sadun comments: 
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- ‘Why do you think so? Nothing in the town terrifies any one. Was it better 
for you to remain here among the cattle, the sun burning your back and 
your head, the shovel hurting your hands? You were past the prime of 
youth, just tell me what, did you get?’ 
Majid, recalling his father’s words abruptly cut off by a fit of 

coughing, said: 

-‘T won my dignity.’ 
Sadun, obviously piqued, replied.: 

- ‘So, those who emigrated lost their dignity!’ ‘Is that what you want to 

say?’ 

Majid took pleasure in the anger growing in Sadun’s eyes; and confidently 

said: 

‘Of course.’ 

-‘Why do you think so?’ Sadun queried astonishingly. 

‘Allah and the land are what we should put our faith in. Allah is our Lord; 

the Land is our dignity and honor, whoever betrays it, truly betrays his 

own honor.’ Majid explained. 

Gritting his teeth, and adjusting his headgear, Sadun raised his index 

finger and said: 
-‘In the city, we are less concerned with these trivialities; they never come 
to our minds. When a fight breaks out, people go to the police station, 
which immediately resolves it and sets them free to return to the street.’ 


-‘Like strayed dogs.’ 
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-‘Please... watch your tongue.’ 
-“You can’t drag me down into the abyss you fell in!’ 
“Who do you think you are dragged into...?’ Sadun violently retorted. 
-‘A peasant loves his land’, replied Majid, full of pride. 
-‘Murder suits you better.’ Sadun angrily addressed Majid. 
After this verbal confrontation, a fist fight broke out between them. Majid 
quickly seized Sadun’s hand and snatched the dagger from him, trying to 
stab the ungrateful with his own dagger in the heart, but his brother, 
Muhammad, interfered. 


-‘If I stab you, I'll make a thing of you.’ Majid angrily shouted at him. 


7- The covenant 

The three brothers—Muhammad, Majid and Najma— held fast to their 
principles, and remained in the village. All the schemes to leave their place 
were nipped in the bud. Life resumed its usual course, the same rituals— 
tending to their animals, wading through the streams, marrying one of the 
clan women, fighting for trivial reasons, commemorating the tragedy of 
Imam Hussein, and visiting the nearby shrines (from dust and to dust we 
return.) They were doing what the ancestors had been doing throughout 
history. 

Majid’s eyes followed the movements of his father’s glowing eyes in all 


directions. His father turned to Muhammad and wondered: 
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-‘Oh Muhammad, is everything alright?’ I sense you have something on 
your mind! Don’t let your mind cloud up again?’ 
-‘Nothing, father, but to obey you.’ 
In the brightness of the sun, high in the middle of the sky, the intertwined 
grooves of water, along his sight line, shine where the herds of cattle in the 
verdant pastures, surrounding the village, graze happily and freely. 

Muhammad, glancing anxiously at the expanse before him, 
whispered: 
-‘If everyone leaves, the sons of Bader are here rooted in this land; in the 
smell of its earth their eyes sleep.’ 
Bader an-Ni mah with pride said: 
“You are really my children, my inseparable silhouette that no one could 
tear from me.’ 
They—the three sons—gave themselves to that land where they lived and 
died, covered by the joy of its evergreen plants. Full of pride, Majid 
confidently said: 
‘Bader an-Ni mah’s words are a pact that his children adhered closely to.’ 
Note: 
The village records mention that son of Bader never broke that vow, and 


never left their village where they were buried. 
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The story was originally published in the Baghdad-based ALAqlam, 
1970, Volume,11-12, pp.55-57. 
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